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Community pharmacies and the 
promotion of local health care 
Jaqueline Evangelista and Lourdes Laureano
The area known as the Cerrado makes up nearly 25% of land 
in Brazil, and is characterised by its very high biodiversity. It is 
home to an invaluable cultural heritage of traditional knowledge 
and practices related to the use of its natural resources. The 
medicinal plants of the Cerrado have always been used for 
treating family health by individuals, and community groups. 
The work of these hundreds of groups is known for the efficiency 
of the treatments, and that the services they provide are reliable. 
Groups also make efforts to ensure that everyone has access to 
the medicines.
Today the Cerrado and its people face various difficulties from 
current developments such as the growth of sugar-cane plantations 
for the production of biodiesel. In this context, community groups 
have decided to act – participating in environmental networks 
in order to preserve and be able to pass on their traditional 
knowledge, to promote good practices in the management and use 
of medicinal plants and to raise awareness among policy-makers 
about traditional medicines. 
Community pharmacies
Different community groups working with health and the 
environment from five states came to know of each others’ work 
through various projects and exchanges in the Cerrado in the early 
2000s. The Pacari Network was founded in June 2002, currently 
representing 80 local organisations. It carries out many activities 
– research, trainings, exchanges, participation in social and 
environmental movements and policy advocacy. 
Many of these local groups produce remedies in household or 
community pharmacies. The community pharmacy is usually a 
building in the community which is open to the general public. 
It will be of a simple structure, adapted for the preparation of 
medicinal plant remedies. It uses basic equipment such as a table, 
sink with running water, and an oven, has two rooms, a bathroom 
and a garden where the medicinal plants are grown. For example, 
Fernando and Tantinha, residents of Alto Vera Cruz, in the city 
of Belo Horizonte, run a small household pharmacy. They attend 
to an average of 90 people a month, produce 48 different types of 
remedies, using more than 80 species of medicinal plants. They 
can make about R$ 400 (approximately US$ 200) a month.
Self-regulation of traditional medicine
Such communities are very concerned about providing an 
informal health service to the community, without being 
recognised by the local authorities or laws. They fear that the 
local health and safety regulators could close the pharmacies, 
impose fines or even start legal proceedings against them. To 
overcome this insecurity, Pacari introduced a strategy of self-
regulation. The first step was a series of courses for practitioners, 
with an average duration of 200 hours of teaching time. As 
a result of these courses, the groups collectively formulated 
techniques for quality control in the preparation of remedies in 
community pharmacies. The self-regulation strategy is based on 
three basic criteria to ensure safety – the quality of the plant used 
to make the remedy, good practices used during preparation of 
the remedy, and documented traditional knowledge about which 
medicinal plants are used in a certain remedy. 
Medicinal plants and traditional remedies
To ensure the quality of plants to be used in the preparation of 
remedies the species must be identified correctly. Agroecological 
cultivation techniques should be known, plants should be 
harvested sustainably, and processed, stored and transported 
without contamination.  
As groups use plants from various sources, they are formulating 
indicators to evaluate the quality of plants from different sources, 
such as native vegetation, agroforestry systems, domestic 
production and organic gardens. To this end, management plans for 
medicinal plants in different environments, and discussion about 
the creation of reserves for medicinal plants are being developed.    
 
The groups are also working to ensure safety and quality control 
during the preparation of remedies made from medicinal 
plants, through researching all the methods used by community 
pharmacies. The structure and conditions of the pharmacy are 
especially important – the equipment, utensils used, and procedures 
related to cleanliness and sterilisation. Documenting information 
and knowledge generated in a community pharmacy is also a big 
challenge for self-regulation, such as the number of patients seen, 
the main ailments treated, the volume of remedies dispensed, 
average costs per person seen, and the quantity of plants used.
The Cerrado pharmacopeia 
To document and preserve traditional knowledge, the 
Farmacopéia Popular do Cerrado has been prepared. This book 
describes, in simple language, the ecology, management and 
use of medicinal plants of the Cerrado. The Pharmacopeia is 
being put together by Regional Commissions, formed by people 
who work with and collect medicinal plants, representatives 
of the community pharmacies, as well as technicians.  The 
methodology used to collect the information is known as the 
“diálogo de saberes”  – exchange or dialogue of information or 
knowledge, which gives value to the traditional knowledge as a 
base for research, and which is complemented with technical and 
scientific information. 
The Pharmacopeia will be registered as a “Bem Cultural de 
Natureza Imaterial” – loosely translated as a “Cultural Treasure 
of Nature”. This is a type of people’s certification given to 
something of cultural value which has an everyday use, such 
as music, festivals or traditional plant use. By registering 
knowledge in this way, it guarantees that it is conserved for 
future generations. This request was made to the Institute of 
Cultural Heritage and National Art, of the Ministry of Culture, 
which oversees museums and historical sites in Brazil. 
The community pharmacies are found in areas which experience 
social deprivation and exclusion, and are notable for providing 
basic health care services. The Pacari network is developing a 
network of information between the communities to highlight the 
significance of their work. Through activities, such as preparing 
the Pharmacopeia, which raise social awareness the network is 
lobbying for and contributing to a national health policy which 
integrates environmental and cultural concerns.  
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